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Significant Points

® Most jobs in this occupation require a college degree
in communications, journalism, or English, although a
degree in a technical subject may be useful for
technical-writing positions.

® The outlook for most writing and editing jobs is
expected to be competitive, because many people with
writing or journalism training are attracted to the
occupation.

® Online publications and services are growing in
number and sophistication, spurring the demand for
writers and editors, especially those with Web
experience.

Nature of the Work

Communicating through the written word, writers and editors
generally fall into one of three categories. Writers and authors
develop original fiction and nonfiction for books, magazines,
trade journals, online publications, company newsletters, radio
and television broadcasts, motion pictures, and advertisements.
(Reporters and correspondents who collect and analyze facts
about newsworthy events are described elsewhere in the Hand-
book.) Editors examine proposals and select material for publi-
cation or broadcast. They review and revise a writer’s work for
publication or dissemination. Technical writers develop tech-
nical materials, such as equipment manuals, appendices, or op-
erating and maintenance instructions. They also may assist in
layout work.

Most writers and editors have at least a basic familiarity with
technology, regularly using personal computers, desktop or elec-
tronic publishing systems, scanners, and other electronic com-
munications equipment. Many writers prepare material directly
for the Internet. For example, they may write for electronic
newspapers or magazines, create short fiction or poetry, or pro-
duce technical documentation that is available only online.
Also, they may write text for Web sites. These writers should be
knowledgeable about graphic design, page layout, and desktop
publishing software. In addition, they should be familiar with
interactive technologies of the Web so that they can blend text,
graphics, and sound together.

Writers—especially of nonfiction—are expected to estab-
lish their credibility with editors and readers through strong
research and the use of appropriate sources and citations. Sus-
taining high ethical standards and meeting publication dead-
lines are essential.

Creative writers, poets, and lyricists, including novelists,
playwrights, and screenwriters, create original works—such as
prose, poems, plays, and song lyrics—for publication or perfor-
mance. Some works may be commissioned (at the request of a
sponsor); others may be written for hire (on the basis of the
completion of a draft or an outline).

Nonfiction writers either propose a topic or are assigned one,
often by an editor or publisher. They gather information about
the topic through personal observation, library and Internet re-
search, and interviews. Writers then select the material they
want to use, organize it, and use the written word to express

ideas and convey information. Writers also revise or rewrite
sections, searching for the best organization or the right phras-
ing. Copy writers prepare advertising copy for use by publica-
tion or broadcast media or to promote the sale of goods and
services. Newsletter writers produce information for distribu-
tion to association memberships, corporate employees, organi-
zational clients, or the public.

Freelance writers sell their work to publishers, publication
enterprises, manufacturing firms, public-relations departments,
or advertising agencies. Sometimes, they contract with pub-
lishers to write a book or an article. Others may be hired to
complete specific assignments, such as writing about a new prod-
uct or technique.

Editors review, rewrite, and edit the work of writers. They
may also do original writing. An editor’s responsibilities vary
with the employer and type and level of editorial position held.
Editorial duties may include planning the content of books,
technical journals, trade magazines, and other general-interest
publications. Editors also decide what material will appeal to
readers, review and edit drafts of books and articles, offer com-
ments to improve the work, and suggest possible titles. In addi-
tion, they may oversee the production of the publications. In
the book-publishing industry, an editor’s primary responsibil-
ity is to review proposals for books and decide whether to buy
the publication rights from the author.

Major newspapers and newsmagazines usually employ sev-
eral types of editors. The executive editor oversees assistant
editors who have responsibility for particular subjects, such as
local news, international news, feature stories, or sports. Execu-
tive editors generally have the final say about what stories are
published and how they are covered. The managing editor
usually is responsible for the daily operation of the news depart-
ment. Assignment editors determine which reporters will cover
a given story. Copy editors mostly review and edit a reporter’s
copy for accuracy, content, grammar, and style.

In smaller organizations, such as small daily or weekly news-
papers or membership or publications departments of nonprofit
or similar organizations, a single editor may do everything or
share responsibility with only a few other people. Executive
and managing editors typically hire writers, reporters, and other
employees. They also plan budgets and negotiate contracts

Most writers and editors use computers and other
communications equipment to compose and transmit written
information.



with freelance writers, sometimes called “stringers” in the news
industry. In broadcasting companies, program directors have
similar responsibilities.

Editors and program directors often have assistants, many of
whom hold entry-level jobs. These assistants, such as copy
editors and production assistants, review copy for errors in gram-
mar, punctuation, and spelling and check the copy for readabil-
ity, style, and agreement with editorial policy. They suggest
revisions, such as changing words and rearranging sentences, to
improve clarity or accuracy. They also carry out research for
writers and verify facts, dates, and statistics. Production assis-
tants arrange page layouts of articles, photographs, and adver-
tising; compose headlines; and prepare copy for printing. Pub-
lication assistants who work for publishing houses may read
and evaluate manuscripts submitted by freelance writers, proof-
read printers’ galleys, or answer letters about published mate-
rial. Production assistants on small newspapers or in radio sta-
tions compile articles available from wire services or the Internet,
answer phones, and make photocopies.

Technical writers put technical information into easily un-
derstandable language. They prepare operating and mainte-
nance manuals, catalogs, parts lists, assembly instructions, sales
promotion materials, and project proposals. Many technical
writers work with engineers on technical subject matters to pre-
pare written interpretations of engineering and design specifi-
cations and other information for a general readership. They
plan and edit technical materials and oversee the preparation of
illustrations, photographs, diagrams, and charts.

Science and medical writers prepare a range of formal docu-
ments presenting detailed information on the physical or medi-
cal sciences. They convey research findings for scientific or
medical professions and organize information for advertising or
public-relations needs. Many writers work with researchers on
technical subjects to prepare written interpretations of data and
other information for a general readership.

Working Conditions

Some writers and editors work in comfortable, private offices;
others work in noisy rooms filled with the sound of keyboards
and computer printers, as well as the voices of other writers
tracking down information over the telephone. The search for
information sometimes requires that the writer travel to diverse
workplaces, such as factories, offices, or laboratories, but many
find their material through telephone interviews, the library,
and the Internet.

For some writers, the typical workweek runs 35 to 40 hours.
However, writers occasionally work overtime to meet publica-
tion deadlines. Those who prepare morning or weekend publi-
cations and broadcasts work some nights and weekends.
Freelance writers generally work more flexible hours, but their
schedules must conform to the needs of the client. Deadlines
and erratic work hours, often part of the daily routine in these
jobs, may cause stress, fatigue, or burnout.

Changes in technology and electronic communications also
affect a writer’s work environment. For example, laptops allow
writers to work from home or on the road. Writers and editors
who use computers for extended periods may experience back
pain, eyestrain, or fatigue.

Employment
Writers and editors held about 319,000 jobs in 2002. More
than one-third were self-employed. Writers and authors held

about 139,000 jobs; editors, about 130,000 jobs; and techni-
cal writers, about 50,000 jobs. More than one-half of jobs for
writers and editors were salaried positions in the information
sector, which includes newspaper, periodical, book, and direc-
tory publishers; radio and television broadcasting; software
publishers; motion picture and sound recording industries;
Internet service providers, web search portals, and data
processing services; and Internet publishing and broadcasting.
Substantial numbers also worked in advertising and related
services, computer systems design and related services, and
public and private educational services. Other salaried writers
and editors worked in computer and electronic product
manufacturing, government agencies, religious organizations,
and business, professional, labor, political, and similar
organizations.

Jobs with major book publishers, magazines, broadcasting
companies, advertising agencies, and public-relations firms are
concentrated in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Boston, Phila-
delphia, and San Francisco. Jobs with newspapers, business and
professional journals, and technical and trade magazines are
more widely dispersed throughout the country.

Thousands of other individuals work as freelance writers,
earning some income from their articles, books, and, less com-
monly, television and movie scripts. Most support themselves
with income derived from other sources.

Training, Other Qualifications, and Advancement

A college degree generally is required for a position as a writer
or editor. Although some employers look for a broad liberal arts
background, most prefer to hire people with degrees in commu-
nications, journalism, or English. For those who specialize in a
particular area, such as fashion, business, or legal issues, addi-
tional background in the chosen field is expected. Knowledge
of a second language is helpful for some positions.

Increasingly, technical writing requires a degree in, or some
knowledge about, a specialized field—engineering, business,
or one of the sciences, for example. In many cases, people with
good writing skills can learn specialized knowledge on the job.
Some transfer from jobs as technicians, scientists, or engineers.
Others begin as research assistants or as trainees in a technical
information department, develop technical communication
skills, and then assume writing duties.

Writers and editors must be able to express ideas clearly and
logically and should love to write. Creativity, curiosity, a broad
range of knowledge, self-motivation, and perseverance also are
valuable. Writers and editors must demonstrate good judgment
and a strong sense of ethics in deciding what material to pub-
lish. Editors also need tact and the ability to guide and encour-
age others in their work.

For some jobs, the ability to concentrate amid confusion and
to work under pressure is essential. Familiarity with electronic
publishing, graphics, and video production equipment increas-
ingly is needed. Online newspapers and magazines require
knowledge of computer software used to combine online text
with graphics, audio, video, and animation.

High school and college newspapers, literary magazines, com-
munity newspapers, and radio and television stations all pro-
vide valuable, but sometimes unpaid, practical writing experi-
ence. Many magazines, newspapers, and broadcast stations have
internships for students. Interns write short pieces, conduct re-
search and interviews, and learn about the publishing or broad-
casting business.



In small firms, beginning writers and editors hired as assis-
tants may actually begin writing or editing material right away.
Opportunities for advancement can be limited, however. Many
writers look for work on a short-term, project-by-project basis.
Many small or not-for-profit organizations either do not have
enough regular work or cannot afford to employ writers on a
full-time basis. However, they routinely contract out work to
freelance writers as needed.

In larger businesses, jobs usually are more formally struc-
tured. Beginners generally do research, fact checking, or copy
editing. Advancement to full-scale writing or editing assign-
ments may occur more slowly for newer writers and editors in
larger organizations than for employees of smaller companies.
Advancement often is more predictable, though, coming with
the assignment of more important articles.

Job Outlook

Employment of writers and editors is expected to grow about as
fast as the average for all occupations through the year 2012.
The outlook for most writing and editing jobs is expected to be
competitive, because many people with writing or journalism
training are attracted to the occupation.

Employment of salaried writers and editors for newspapers,
periodicals, book publishers, and nonprofit organizations is
expected to increase as demand grows for these publications.
Magazines and other periodicals increasingly are developing
market niches, appealing to readers with special interests. Busi-
nesses and organizations are developing newsletters and
websites, and more companies are experimenting with publish-
ing materials directly for the Internet. Online publications and
services are growing in number and sophistication, spurring the
demand for writers and editors, especially those with Web expe-
rience. Advertising and public-relations agencies, which also
are growing, should be another source of new jobs.

Opportunities should be best for technical writers and those
with training in a specialized field. Demand for technical writ-
ers and writers with expertise in specialty areas, such as law,
medicine, or economics, is expected to increase because of the
continuing expansion of scientific and technical information
and the need to communicate it to others. Developments and
discoveries in the law, science, and technology generate de-
mand for people to interpret technical information for a more
general audience. Rapid growth and change in the high-tech-
nology and electronics industries result in a greater need for
people to write users’ guides, instruction manuals, and training
materials. This work requires people who are not only techni-
cally skilled as writers, but also familiar with the subject area.

In addition to job openings created by employment growth,
some openings will arise as experienced workers retire, transfer
to other occupations, or leave the labor force. Replacement
needs are relatively high in this occupation; many freelancers
leave because they cannot earn enough money.

Earnings
Median annual earnings for salaried writers and authors were
$42,790 in 2002. The middle 50 percent earned between $29,150
and $58,930. The lowest 10 percent earned less than $21,320,
and the highest 10 percent earned more than $85,140. Median
annual earnings were $54,520 in advertising and related ser-
vices and $33,550 in newspaper, periodical, book, and direc-
tory publishers.

Median annual earnings for salaried editors were $41,170 in
2002. The middle 50 percent earned between $30,770 and

$56,360. The lowest 10 percent earned less than $24,010, and
the highest 10 percent earned more than $76,620. Median an-
nual earnings in newspaper, periodical, book, and directory pub-
lishers were $40,280.

Median annual earnings for salaried technical writers were
$50,580 in 2002. The middle 50 percent earned between $39,100
and $64,750. The lowest 10 percent earned less than $30,270,
and the highest 10 percent earned more than $80,900. Median
annual earnings in computer systems design and related ser-
vices were $51,730.

According to the Society for Technical Communication, the
median annual salary for entry level technical writers was
$41,000 in 2002. The median annual salary for mid-level non-
supervisory technical writers was $49,900 and for senior-level
non-supervisory technical writers, $66,000.

Related Occupations

Writers and editors communicate ideas and information. Other
communications occupations include announcers; interpreters
and translators; news analysts, reporters, and correspondents;
and public relations specialists.

Sources of Additional Information

For information on careers in technical writing, contact:

» Society for Technical Communication, Inc., 901 N. Stuart St., Suite
904, Arlington, VA 22203. Internet: http://www.stc.org



